Severity of illness and the use of paracetamol in febrile preschool children; a case simulation study of parents' assessments.
Misconceptions and exaggerated fear of fever may divert parents' attention from more predictive symptoms of childhood illness, such as appetite and level of activity. This study aims at exploring how specific predefined characteristics of febrile preschool children affected parents' assessment of the severity of the condition and the perceived need for treatment with paracetamol. Parents judged 24 constructed cases of febrile children with different levels of fever, appetite and activity, occurring at different times of the day. For each case they decided whether the child was moderately or severely ill, and whether or not they would prefer to administer paracetamol. Parents' decision-making was examined by discriminant analyses. Of 466 invited parents, 267 supplied information about their families and 205 accepted to participate in judging constructed cases of febrile children. A total of 159 parents responded to all cases. When evaluating the severity of the illness, 119 parents (75%) responded to one or more of the four cues describing illness. Only one of four cues was used by 80 parents (67%), and 86 (72%) parents emphasized fever. When deciding to give paracetamol, one or more of four cues was used by 102 parents (64%), while 72 parents (71%) used only one cue, and 92 parents (90%) emphasized fever. Parents focus on fever when they evaluate febrile illness and decide whether or not to give paracetamol. Educating parents to focus on their child's level of appetite or activity may improve management, especially when judgement is based on only one or two cues.